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Subject: Tips for Supporting Homeless Youth Impacted by Trauma - Trauma Informed Care

Understand the effect of trauma on school functioning. Extreme stress, adversity, and
trauma can impede concentration, cognitive functioning, memory, and social relationships.
Additionally, stress can contribute to both internalized symptoms—such as hyper-vigilance,
anxiety, depression, grief, fear, anger, isolation—and externalized behaviors—such as startle
responses, reactivity, aggression, and conduct problems. Given the often chronic and
significant stress placed on refugee students, many are at increased risk for developing trauma
and other mental health disorders, undermining their ability to function effectively in school.
Further, given the environment of their previous schooling and the immigration to the United
States, many have experienced significantly interrupted schooling; coupled with language
gaps, many students arrive unprepared to participate in school with their same-age peers.

Equip staff to provide trauma sensitive responses and supports. Creating
trauma-sensitive schools greatly enhances supports for all traumatized students, including
refugees. A trauma-sensitive school views behaviors as a potential outcome of life
circumstances rather than willful disobedience or intentional misbehavior. Trauma-sensitive
approaches emphasize helping school staff understand the impact of trauma on school
functioning and seeing behavior through this lens; building trusting relationships among
teachers and peers; helping students develop the ability to self-regulate behaviors, emotions,
and attention; supporting student success in academic and nonacademic areas; and promoting
physical and emotional health.

Understand the challenges of relocation and acculturation. Refugee children and youth
often have significant adjustments to life in their new communities and schools. This
includes language differences, not understanding how schools function, not knowing where
to go for help, little familiarity with the curriculum or social mores, and difficulty making
friends. Some refugees are relocated to communities with an existing population from their
country. Others may be the only people from their country, heightening the sense of isolation.
Also note that children frequently adapt culturally and linguistically more quickly than their
parents. Over time, this can cause conflict when children deviate from tradition and can
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increase the burden on children when parents rely on them to navigate their new environment
and to act as language translators.

Be sensitive to family stressors. Parents and other family members are also dealing with the
stress of relocation, including trying to navigate and achieve self-sufficiency in their new
community. This includes overcoming language and cultural barriers, finding housing and
employment, establishing a social network, understanding their role in their children’s
schooling, accessing social services, and connecting with their faith community. For many,
having to ask for help or rely on others is not their norm and contributes to stress.
Additionally, some parents may have experienced significant stress or trauma during the
migration process, which can lead to increased risk for a range of negative outcomes for their
children.

Identify children and youth who are at high risk, and plan interventions. Schools bear a
responsibility to identify refugee students that may be at heightened risk based on the factors
outlined above. In general, interventions delivered within comprehensive service models (i.e.,
multi-tiered systems of support) and focused on educational, social, and economic outcomes
are more effective than clinical treatment alone, and can often prevent the need for intensive,
direct services. However, by maintaining close contact with teachers and parents, the school
crisis response team can determine which students may require more intensive crisis
intervention and counseling services. Schools should also create a mechanism for self-referral
and parental referral of students.

Understand cultural views regarding mental health. It is important that mental health
professionals be aware of attitudes toward mental illness and the role of mental health
services when providing assistance to students. Many cultures may have a minimal
understanding of mental illness, and in some cultures and faith communities, mental health
problems are greatly stigmatized. Some cultures may view emotional problems as a
weakness in character as opposed to a natural response to adversity.

Understanding these barriers is an essential first step to reassuring and engaging students
and their families and ultimately building the trust necessary to provide effective services and
supports.
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Engage and empower families. Families from other countries may have different views
about education, including the assumption that education remains the duty of the school and
any involvement would encroach on that responsibility. Some families may not be proficient
enough in English to know how to engage, despite a desire to do so. Additionally, many
families may experience practical barriers, such as not having a car or employment that does
not allow for active engagement during school hours. Schools can work with cultural liaisons
and the families to find ways to connect with parents and ensure they have opportunities to
participate in their child’s schooling.

Focus on student strengths. Many refugee students bring many unique skills, strengths, and
knowledge into the classroom. Build on those strengths of resilience, and consider having
them share their knowledge about their country, customs, and culture. Educators should also
support maintaining the home culture and language, while also balancing the importance of
developing the skills and knowledge to succeed in the United States.

RESOURCES: https://www.doe.in.gov/sebw/idoe-mental-health-systems-care

For Additional Information Contact:

Gina Woodward - Homeless Education Specialist - Indiana Department of Education |
(317) 232-9189 | gwoodwardl@doe.in.gov
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